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Abstract 
The need to measure and benchmark university governance practices at institutional level has been growing, yet there is a lack of 
a comprehensive, weighted indicator system to facilitate the process. The paper discusses the development of university 
governance indicators and their weighting system using a three-round Delphi method. Discussions, a questionnaire, and 
interviews were used in Round 1 to 3, respectively, to collect experts’ opinions to construct the indicator list and indicator 
weights, and to shed light on the divergence of expert judgements on some aspects. Non-parametric statistical techniques were 
applied to analyse the survey data. Ninety-one indicators grouped in five dimensions of university governance, namely 
Management and Direction, Participation, Accountability, Autonomy and Transparency, were proposed and rated in terms of 
their importance. The preliminary results show relatively high levels of importance for all of the proposed indicators, thus none 
was excluded. The weighting of the indicators and factors vary remarkably. Among the five dimensions, Participation is found to 
be the least important; experts’ consensus is found to be low in Participation and Transparency. The study results also provide 
important implications to researchers and practitioners in university governance. 
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1. Introduction 
 
The measurement and evaluation of university governance practices for improvement purposes have recently been 
of increasing concern to higher education administrators and practitioners. The process requires a reliable, 
comprehensive indicator set taking account of the varying magnitudes of importance of different aspects of 
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university governance. Technically, different methods can be employed to develop such an indicator set. Practically, 
for university governance is a highly complicated issue that entails specialist knowledge, methods of mass or 
extensive surveying may not work.   
Delphi expert survey method has proved to be appropriate and useful in this case. It was used to construct, 
identify, select and validate factors and indicators in a number of studies, for example Boulkedid, Abdoul, Loustau, 
Sibony, and Alberti (2011); Davies et al. (2011); Garcia-Aracil and Palomares-Montero (2012); Ma, Shao, Ma, and 
Ye (2011); Uphoff et al. (2012); Wilson, Hauck, Bremner, and Finn (2012). In the study, a modified Delphi method 
is employed to develop a comprehensive weighted indicator system for measuring and benchmarking university 
governance practices.  
 
2. Background 
 
2.1. University governance: concepts 
 
Governance of different types of organizations, public or private, non-profit or for-profit, in different sectors and 
industries differs due to their own particular characteristics. In higher education, governance is defined as ‘the 
constitutional forms and processes through which universities govern their affairs’(Shattock, 2006). More 
specifically, governance is ‘the manner in which power or authority is exercised in organisations in the allocation 
and management of resources. It involves the enactment of policies and procedures for decision-making and control 
in directing or managing organisations for effectiveness’(Carnegie, 2009). It refers to the ‘practices that provide for 
oversight, control, disclosure, and transparency’ (Harris & Cunningham, 2009) and to ‘the university’s structure, 
delegation and decision-making, planning, organizational coherence and direction’ (Considine, 2004). For the 
development of a comprehensive indicator set, a broad concept of university governance, which covers all the 
aspects and elements defined above, is adopted. 
 
2.2. Delphi method to develop indicators 
 
Delphi method was devised in the early 1950s by researchers at RAND Corporation (Landeta, 2006; Okoli & 
Pawlowski, 2004; Rowe & Wright, 1999; Schmidt, 1997). In essence, it is ‘a structured, multiple-step process for 
collecting and condensing the knowledge from a group of experts to deal with a complex problem by means of a 
series of questionnaires interspersed with controlled feedback’ (Linstone & Turroff, 2002).  
Delphi studies have shown lots of variations of the classical Delphi method and Delphi variants, often called 
modified Delphi, differ in the administration procedures, number of surveying rounds, and data collection 
mechanisms. In Delphi studies to construct indicators, a commonly seen design includes three rounds whose aims 
are different, for example, to identify or select indicators in the first step, to validate them, to rate or rank their 
importance or feasibility in the second step, and to seek raters’ consensus or verify the results in the last step (see 
Boulkedid et al., 2011; Gear et al., 2012; Schmidt, 1997; Uphoff et al., 2012; Wilson et al., 2012). However, a major 
difference between studies is that some researchers rely entirely on experts in discovering issues and indicators 
while some conduct a literature review and prepare a set of indicators prior to Delphi steps as can be seen in Wilson 
et al. (2012) and Uphoff et al. (2012). 
 
3. Methods 
 
3.1. Pre-Delphi construction of potential indicators 
 
An extensive and comprehensive review of theoretical and empirical literature on organizational governance, 
including corporate and university governance, was conducted to identify and define the core dimensions of 
university governance, develop the constructs and identify the indicators.  
Five dimensions of university governance were defined, namely Management and Direction, Participation, 
Accountability, Autonomy and Transparency. Management and Direction refers to the level at which an institution’s 
resources are managed for the purpose of realizing its missions and goals; Participation refers to the level at which 
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stakeholders participate in an institution's governance structure and decision-making process; Accountability refers 
to the level at which an institution holds responsible to its stakeholders; Autonomy refers to an institution’s degree of 
internal academic, human resources management, financial and organizational autonomy; Transparency refers to the 
level at which an institution makes its operations visible and understandable to its stakeholders and the public. 
Eighty-six indicators were proposed and constructed in factor groups within the five dimensions, specifically 30 in 
Management and Direction, 11 in Participation, 13 in Accountability, 17 in Autonomy and 15 in Transparency.  
 
3.2. Panel selection and recruitment 
 
Experts are defined as senior researchers and/ or practitioners who have rich experiences in governance, 
management, direction and leadership at universities. They were identified during the literature review or via 
experts’ recommendations. Sixteen experts in Australia, the United Kingdom, Europe and Vietnam were approached 
and invited to participate, but only thirteen actually participated in the study. Their profiles are shown in Table 1. 
Table 1. Panel characteristics (%) 
Age Current occupation Work experiences 
35-45 8.3 Academic (in university 
governance, management, 
leadership) 
50.0 Chair of Academic Board 25.0 
45-55 8.3 Senior executive 41.7 Governor 58.3 
55-65 41.7   Senior executive 66.7 
65+ 41.7     University Secretary 25.0 
 
3.3. Data collection and analysis 
 
In Round 1, multiple individual online, and face-to-face meetings were arranged with two experts to discuss the 
proposed set of indicators, specifically, the definitions of dimensions, factors and terms, and the omission of any 
important indicators. Notes were taken and analysed for revising the indicator set. 
In Round 2, email invitations were sent to 16 experts in the UK, Australia, and Vietnam with the link to the 
online questionnaire; 13 responses were returned, but 2 were incomplete. Experts were asked to rate the level of 
importance of the indicators using the scale from 0 to 4 (corresponding “Not important”, “Somewhat important”, 
“Relative important”, “Very important”, and “Extremely important”, respectively).  
Coefficient of Quartile Variation (CQV) was used to measure the level of consensus among ratings. CQV 
formula is CQV = (Q3-Q1)/(Q3+Q1) (Bonett, 2006). As can be inferred from the formula, CQV reflects not only the 
level of convergence in experts’ opinions but also the level of importance of indicators. Mean scores of the 
indicators (called indicator importance scores) were used to calculate indicator weights. An indicator weight is the 
ratio of its importance score to the sum of importance scores of all indicators in that factor. A factor weight is the 
ratio of the sum of importance scores of all indicators in the factor to the sum of importance scores of all indicators 
in that dimension. Dimensions were not weighted against each other. Coefficient of variation (CV = σ/μ) was used 
to measure the extent to which indicators in a factor vary in weights. Like CQV, CV values range from 0 to 1; the 
higher CV value, the bigger variation in indicator weights within a factor. 
In Round 3, the indicators defined as having low levels of consensus were sent to 4 experts who agreed to 
participate in this round. The interviews with experts were transcribed, and thematic analysis was applied to analyse 
the data. 
 
4. Results 
 
4.1. Indicator set and constructs 
 
In Round 1, five new indicators were added to the set, three to Management and Direction, and two to Autonomy. 
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The final set, transferred into a questionnaire for Round 2, included ninety-one indicators.  
 
4.2. Importance levels  
 
92.3% of the indicators were rated very high on the importance scale (“Very important” to “Extremely 
important”); the rest 7.7% were rated “Relatively important”. Therefore, none of the indicators was excluded. As far 
as the dimensions were concerned, Management and Direction, Accountability and Autonomy were the three most 
important dimensions, followed by Transparency. Participation was the least important amongst the five 
investigated (Table 2). 
Table 2: Importance levels by dimension 
Importance levels by dimension 
Dimension Mean Median (%) 
EI (4) VI (3) RI (2) SI (1) NI (0) 
Management & 
Direction 
3.52 54.55 42.42 3.03 - - 
Participation 2.55 - 54.55 45.45 - - 
Accountability 3.54 53.85 46.15 - - - 
Autonomy 3.63 63.16 36.84 - - - 
Transparency 2.93 - 93.33 6.67 - - 
(EI: Extremely Important; VI: Very Important; RI: Relatively Important; SI: Somewhat Important; NI: Not 
Important) 
4.3. Consensus levels 
 
CQV scores of ninety-one indicators fell in the 0-1 range, of which 29.7% were above 0.2. In the data set, 0.2 
was the highest CQV score that allowed a minimum difference between Q3 and Q1 (Q3-Q1 = 1). Thus, the cut-off 
point for high consensus was defined to be at 0.2 (CQV ≤ 0.2). CQV was used in combination with Interquartile 
Range (IQR) and median to group indicators into three groups A–C (see Figure 1). Participation and Transparency 
were the two dimensions that contained many indicators of low consensus (45% and 67%, respectively); therefore, 
they were under investigation in Round 3. 
 
 
Fig. 1. Indicator groups by level of consensus and importance 
The interview results in Round 3 revealed two key reasons for the divergence in experts’ opinions in the two 
dimensions in question. Firstly, experts’ experiences of their own institutions are different. Secondly, the two 
dimensions themselves are inherently controversial issues in governance. Due to different or even opposite 
management and leadership styles and ideologies, experts’ ideas often spread along a broad spectrum in terms of the 
scope and extent information are made publicly available, as well as the scope and extent stakeholders participate in 
activities. 
 
4.4. Weighting system 
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The weighting system, derived from the base indicator importance scores, showed slight variances in indicator 
weights within factor in 16 out of 21 factor groups (CV < 0.1) and marked differences in 5 out of 21 factor groups 
(0.1 ≤ CV < 0.2). At factor level, factor weights varied significantly within all dimensions (0.3 ≤ CV ≤ 0.63), except 
for Transparency (CV = 0.05). The great variation in factor weights of the four dimensions was mainly attributable 
to the differences in the number of indicators in each factor. 
 
5. Discussion 
 
In the first place, the indicator set has included important factors and practices of modern university governance. 
A high level of agreement in experts’ opinions on the importance of 70% of indicators indicates high reliability of 
the set. 
Generally, all the five investigated dimensions were rated highly important. This is consistent with the 
propositions advanced by numerous organizations and scholars such as the UNDP (Principles of Good Governance), 
the UK’s Committee on Standards in Public Life (the Seven Principles of Public Life), the OECD (Review of 
Governance Arrangements in 2008), Krucken (2011), Mora (2001), Mitchell (2011) and Jones (2013). The indicator 
rating results also support the guidelines and recommendations given in CUC†’s Guide, AUQA‡’s audit reports, 
UCC§’s Code of Best Practice, and AGB**’s Statement. 
More importantly, the rating results indirectly indicate the importance levels of the five dimensions; 
consequently, allow for comparison. Management and Direction, Accountability and Autonomy are roughly equally 
important; Transparency is less, and Participation is the least. This provides noteworthy supplements and 
implications to the current theoretical governance frameworks. 
The weighting results, showing significant differences in the indicator weights in 23% of the factor groups and in 
the factor weights of 80% of the dimensions, indicate that the weighting is significant and necessary.  
Methodologically, the modified Delphi approach is extremely useful in achieving the study aims, especially to 
measure the indicator weights. However, the pre-Delphi stage to construct the initial set of indicators is essential to 
assure the inclusiveness, solidity and systematic structure of the indicator set. Additionally, explaining why the 
dimensions and indicators are controversial may be more worthwhile than reaching experts’ consensus, especially in 
inherently contentious issues. The avoidance of repetitive steps may reduce experts’ weariness; consequently, 
improve the participation rate and the feasibility of the Delphi method.  
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